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Program Note 
 
Les Théâtre du Grand-Guignol (or simply Grand Guignol) was a Parisian theater that opened at the turn of the 20th century. 
Specializing in horror shows and naturalistic special effects, the theater ran plays that were filled with lurid, pulpy sex, 
graphic violence, and extreme gore. The special effects were so realistic to early 20th century audiences that many would 
faint or become sick while watching what happened on stage. Grand Guignol’s influence was so great that even since the 
theater closed after World War II, the term is now applied generally to describe amoral entertainment – from modern stage 
productions with bloody special effects, to Hammer Horror film classics, to the slasher films of today.  
 
I wrote this piece as an imagined overture to a Grand Guignol production: as “the curtain rises”, a quiet, distorted cello 
enters, seeming to gradually awaken the rest of the ensemble. As more and more of the ensemble become agitated, the 
strings brutally begin to slash away at a unison D. From there, there is no sense of relief or calm as wave after wave of 
violent musical lines gnaw and thrash at each other until the brass come in with a grotesque anthem. The ensemble mutates 
and contorts until catharsis is finally reached and the awful sounds that preceded begin to disintegrate.  
 
After the fade, the piece ends in near-silent horror. The final director of Les Théâtre du Grand-Guignol, Charles Nonon, 
claimed that the theater closed because of World War II. "Before the war, everyone felt that what was happening onstage 
was impossible. Now we know that these things, and worse, are possible in reality." I feel like this lesson is often lost in our 
media-saturated age: everything that happens on the stage or screen is melodrama compared to the atrocities committed in 
reality, a fact that is deeply disturbing for audiences, and me personally, to contemplate. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Performance Notes 
 
Performance Time: approximately 10 minutes 
 
Score is transposed.  
All trills should be played as half-step trills throughout entirety of the piece. 
Parenthesized notes are approximate. 
MSP: molto sul ponticello. Distortion of the original pitch is desired. 
estremo sul pont: extreme sul ponticello. Practically on the bridge; total distortion of the original pitch is desired. 
harm. tr~: An “harmonic trill”, an unmeasured, fingered trill between open string and natural harmonic. The sound 
 should be distorted and unclear, “somewhere between open string and harmonic”. 
hm. gl.: An harmonic glissando. If under the marking “harm. tr”, continue harmonic trill while gradually moving  
 to next notated harmonic. If marked with “on the string”, play notated rhythm while performing harmonic 
 glissandi. In these circumstances, unclear pitch is very desired. 
 
: crescendo from/diminish to niente 
 
: gradual change 
 
       : highest note possible 
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Instrumentation 
 
Flute 
Oboe 
Clarinet in Bb 
Bass Clarinet in Bb 
Bassoon 
Horn in F 
Trumpet in C 
Trombone 
Percussion I 
Marimba, Vibraphone, Large tam-tam (shared with Percussion II) 
Percussion II 
Large tam-tam (shared with Percussion I), Concert Bass Drum 
Harp 
Piano 
Violin I 
Violin II 
Viola 
Violoncello 
Contrabass 
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